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Dialogue Interviews  

At the heart of the process of convening a Social Lab is the dialogue interviewing process. A 
series of in-depth interviews are conducted with key formal and informal players from 
different parts of a system. This iterative process, with one interviewee leading to the next, is, 
in part, intended to draw out the highest purpose of the project. Joseph Jaworski sees this 
phase as being a process of “social anthropology.” This is almost like uncovering the field that 
wants to emerge through a process of following one person to another to another.  

The aim of the dialogue interviews is not simply to gather information-this is a point which is 
often not understood. Rather, through the process, as described in the following section, 
curiosity, commitment, and excitement are generated about the potential for the Social Lab 
overall, and relationships are built. The interviewing process starts with asking interviewees for 
their life story, and links their journey to their current commitment and deepest questions 
about the problem. Often, this is the point where people become enrolled not because they 
officially sign on the “dotted line,” but because they are drawn to the conversation and the idea 
of the Social Lab. There is a sense of shared fundamental intentions between the interviewer 
and the interviewee although there may be divergent opinions about what should be done about 
the issue. A “field” starts to be created which forms part of the essential initial conditions of 
the Lab.  

“The long interview is one of the most powerful methods in the qualitative armoury. For certain descriptive and analytical 
purposes, no instrument of enquiry is more revealing. The method can take us into the mental world of the individual, to 
glimpse the categories and logic by which he or she sees the world. It can also take us into the lifeworld of the individual, to 
see the content and pattern of daily experience. The long interview gives us the opportunity to step into the mind of another 
person, to see and experience the world as they do themselves.”  

—Grant McCracken, The Long Interview.  

Purpose  

Many efforts to effect change in a system begin with conversations among people with a stake in 
that system. Yet such interactions often fail to penetrate to the depth necessary to release latent 
forces for change. Generative dialogue interviews are a set of in-depth, one-on-one 
conversations between you, the Lab Team member, and key stakeholders.  

These interviews are not simply objective diagnostic or data-collecting activities. They will help 
you to step into the world of the stakeholders, their values and motivations, their frames for 
thinking about the issue, and the context in which they think and live. Equally importantly, the 
interviews strengthen the connections of these key stakeholders to the system (its current reality 
and its potential), to each other, to you and the Lab Team, and to the sources of their own 
thinking and commitments to effecting change.  

Groundwork  

1. Identify initial dialogue interviewees. Develop an initial list of potential dialogue 
interviewees consisting of the key individuals you and your team believe are essential for 
moving the system toward a better future. Include individuals who don’t hold formal 
positions of authority but who exercise leadership in informal ways, such as the ability 
to inspire others or generate a sense of shared urgency for change. Find out (from 
others, from the Web) something about the interviewee, their background and 
interests, why they are important to interview, and how you might connect with them. 
Your first set of dialogues will elicit suggestions for additional people to meet with.  
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2. Compose an interviewing team of two (one primary, the other secondary). The 
secondary interviewer will take notes during the dialogues, so the primary interviewer 
can focus on the conversation and have a partner for reflection on the exchange. The 
note taker should take full notes, trying not to judge what is or isn’t important and 
paying particular attention to (and taking down semi-verbatim quotes) points that seem 
important to the interviewee. Make sure the two interviewers always have at least 30 
minutes immediately before each interview for preparation and role clarification, and 
one hour immediately afterwards for debriefing. In some cases, using a sound recorder 
may provide a more efficient and thorough form of transcription, although recording 
sometimes inhibits candour—always ask before recording an interview. We usually do 
both—notetaking and recording.  
 

3. Schedule dialogues. Explain on the phone or email a brief note about the context and 
purpose of the meeting (do not send interview questions). Ask each dialogue 
participant to set aside at least two hours for the conversation at a time when they have 
the flexibility to go longer if desired. Conduct the conversation in the person’s “home 
base” if this can be done without interruptions. If the person expresses surprise or 
concern about the amount of time involved, explain in practical terms why such an 
investment is necessary: that it will enable an in-depth understanding of their view of 
the system and the actions that may help move the system forward. Most dialogues go 
beyond the scheduled time, as people become drawn into conversations in which they 
experience the rare opportunity to talk about their deepest purposes and concerns.  
 

4. Prepare a list of sample questions. Although you will want to remain free to let the 
dialogue take whatever course naturally emerges, think through a list of questions that 
you believe will help you get at the issues at hand. Include questions that probe deep 
systemic aspects of the system.  
 

5. Connect with your intention. Immediately before a dialogue, take time to enter into a 
state of mind conducive to your purpose, potentially through meditation. Visualize 
yourself, for example, as an instrument whose purpose is to be of service, bringing 
forth from the interaction the latent possibilities for growth and change. Your goal is to 
become deeply centred, relaxed, and open to embracing whatever emerges during the 
dialogue. If you have prior knowledge of the person, consciously acknowledge and set 
aside any mind sets you have formed. Remind yourself that your goal is to see as clearly 
as possible into the world of the other person, unclouded by preconceived notions you 
have about him or her. As Joseph Jaworski points out, “The most important hour of an 
interview is the hour before the interview.” 

Conducting the Dialogues  

1. Set the container. Inquire into the person’s understanding of the meeting and the 
larger process of which it is a part. Briefly introduce yourselves, the project, the 
purpose of the interview, and the process (taping for reference by the project team if 
it’s okay, taking notes not for attribution except within the Lab Team, synthesizing 
results of all interviews into a project report which will be sent to interviewee, and 
other follow up). It is important to be as transparent as possible about the purpose of 
the conversation, explaining how the data will be reported and how the process is likely 
to unfold. Do whatever you can to create a climate of safety. For example, assure the 
person that you will not attribute any quotations to him or her and will take care not to 
use examples that are identifiable. Finally, make it safe for the interviewee to say “no” 
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or not answer questions they are uncomfortable with. Tell them that they should feel 
free not to answer questions should they feel uncomfortable.  
 

2. Invite their story. Begin by inviting the person to talk about his or her life story, 
starting with early childhood and the influences of family. This process of tracing life 
stories can help people reacquaint themselves with their sense of purpose. The focus on 
personal history may seem unusual, but this emphasis signals your aspiration to 
suspend the usual pattern of interaction and to go deeper. People rarely have the 
opportunity to explore the ways in which their personal beliefs and aspirations shape 
their view of their professional challenges.  
 

3. Connect heart-to-heart to the interviewee, trying to hear and connect to what they 
care about—the source of their commitment. When you welcome people’s personal 
stories, connections between personal dilemmas and core business issues are also more 
likely to reveal themselves. It is these connections that release energy and allow 
something new to be created. As the person recounts his or her story and gets closer to 
the present time or situation, the conversation will turn naturally toward systemic 
challenges. Of course, if you judge that an individual feels time pressured, it may make 
sense to start by focusing on present-day issues.  
 

4. Monitor your listening. As the person begins telling his or her story, notice how you 
are listening. Are you judging the person through the lens of your own mental models 
and values? Observing as an outsider? Strive for reflective, empathetic, and generative 
dialogue.  
 

5. Seek to understand deeper structures in the system. A primary objective of generative 
dialogues is to unearth the system’s reality as it is constructed by its members—
structures involving deep assumptions, mental models, and embedded patterns of 
interaction. When the conversation turns to the present situation, probe for these 
underlying patterns. Once you have established a rapport with a person, probe more 
deeply into their own thinking by asking what has hindered their capacity to address the 
concerns they are expressing, and how they are contributing to the patterns they are 
concerned about. When people discover their part in creating and sustaining such 
patterns, they often (re)discover their will to address the problems. Cover, as seems 
appropriate, some or all of the areas of inquiry on your list, in whatever order flows the 
most naturally.  
 

6. Leave the door open. Move the dialogue toward closure by checking to see whether you 
have given the person an opportunity to fully express his or her concerns (e.g., “Is 
there any question you wish I had asked but didn’t?”). Particularly at early stages in the 
dialogue process, invite suggestions for additional individuals to speak with. Finally, 
invite people to communicate any further thoughts, and ask permission to come back to 
them for clarification or insights on further questions. Ask if they have any questions 
for you, and respond to them if they do. Then thank them for their time and confirm 
follow up.  
 

7. Reflect and debrief. Immediately after the dialogue concludes, take time with your 
partner to reflect on what you heard and seen during the conversation. What was 
distinctive about this conversation? What substantive points were made? Why does this 
person see the system in the way s/he does? What is this person’s source of 
commitment? Record your chief impressions. Look through your own notes, 
underlining phrases that seemed important to you or (especially) to the interviewee. Go 
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through the notes of both interviewers, making sure all key points are clarified and 
captured, looking for essence. The note taker should type up the notes (without 
attribution) in the form of statements by the interviewee plus observations or 
conclusions by the interviewers.  

Principles  

Some Principles (from Otto Scharmer, after Joseph Jaworski, Michael Ray, and Ed Schein)  

1. Inquiry: remember that the primary mode of interviewing is inquiry, not advocacy; 
focus the interview on hearing their point of view, not yours  

2. VOJ: suspend your “Voice of Judgment” and cultivate a sense of wonder  
3. Access your ignorance: pay attention to and trust the questions that occur to you; don’t 

be afraid to ask simple or ‘stupid’ questions  
4. Access your empathetic listening: put yourself in the interviewee’s shoes and 

thoroughly appreciate/enjoy/love the story you hear unfolding  
5. Access your generative listening: listen for your interviewee’s highest Self (their 

highest future potential); listen from that place  
6. Go with the flow: let go of your own pre-existing concepts and perspectives  
7. Generative silence: be fully attentive, respectful, and present, helping the interviewee 

to access the deeper aspects of their own story and self  

Potential areas for inquiry during interviews  

1. Problems, challenges, obstacles you see in the current situation; what’s not working? 
(In this and the following questions, keep the scope of the inquiry wide; listen for 
alternative, larger, related or analogous perspectives.)  

2. Previous efforts to address these problems, your learnings from these efforts?  
3. Possible solutions, interventions, leverage points you see to address these problems? 
4. Interesting and important innovations being tried: What’s working? Who is leading? 

Where are the seeds of the future?  
5. What is preventing these solutions from being adopted at a large scale? (What are the 

systemic barriers to adoption?)  
6. What’s missing: what’s not being seen, talked about, or done; blind spots?  
7. Stakeholders in this situation; individuals or institutions who would have to be involved 

in order to change the situation?  
8. Where to start; first few steps?  
9. What of all of this you have energy for?  
10. People we should talk with; people who are “dying to change” this situation?  

Follow-up  

1. Send thank you note to the interviewee  
2. Follow up later with conclusions from the set of interviews, next steps, etc.  

Leveraging Dialogue Results  

• Present key findings. Describe the key findings from the dialogues to other Lab Team 
members. Illustrate each finding with one or more quotations from the dialogues that 
interviewees have permitted you to share (without attributing any quotations to specific 
individuals).  

• Lab Team dialogue and sense-making. Talk in small groups with other Lab Team 
members about how the key findings relate to their own experiences. Engage the entire 
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group in making sense of the key findings. Engage in enough unstructured, open 
dialogue so that various perspectives rise to the surface.  

• Reference interviews when designing solutions. When you start to think about 
solutions to the problem of child malnutrition, consider how the stakeholders you 
interviewed would respond to your ideas.  

While an interview might seem to be a focused engagement with clear purpose and objectives, 
in many circumstances it’s best to soften one’s approach to the interview process. This means 
simultaneously being alert to information directly relevant to the larger context while being 
careful not to push the interviewee into discussing issues they don’t have the energy for or for 
some reason would rather not talk about.  

As an example, during one interview, during a Social Lab focused on immigration, an 
interviewer was talking to an immigrant. The interviewer wanted to know about the 
interviewee’s experience as an immigrant. The immigrant however kept deflecting all questions 
relating to any difficulties he might have experienced as an immigrant. The interviewer kept 
asking the same question again and again using slightly different words. The net result of this 
was for the immigrant to close up towards the interviewer. In this instance, the second 
interviewer, by asking the immigrant about something else entirely— in this case, how their 
business was going—led to a discussion of his experiences as an immigrant but through a route 
that was much more comfortable for the interviewee.  

One way of understanding this is to see the interviewee as having multiple identities, in this 
case the man was indeed an immigrant, but he was also a businessman, an Egyptian, a father, 
and so on. It is a mistake to see interviewees through the lens of a single identity.  

The interviewer must understand that there are many doorways and routes towards the 
experiences most directly relevant to the wider context. The process of starting an interview 
involves finding the doorway and path that the interviewee is most comfortable with. This is 
not necessarily the most direct path. It usually turns out that the route the interviewee takes 
often reveals information and ideas that the interviewer could not have anticipated at the start.  

This is especially important to remember when conducting interviews with an especially 
sensitive or personal framing, such as the ones we’ve done around teenage aboriginal suicide or 
health care. The interviewer may, inadvertently, be enquiring about highly traumatic 
experiences. If the interviewer is skilful then these experiences will emerge, but only when the 
interviewee feels safe in giving them voice. The path of an interview done well leads from a 
description of events or policy into deeply personal terrain.  

The opening into an interview may not be obvious at the onset. This is where preparing a set of 
initial questions is useful. An array of questions that are well thought out will probably elicit an 
energetic response. The moment this happens the interviewee’s body language, tone, and 
energy will change. It’s almost as if they will have started talking about the issue that’s closest to 
their heart.  

One sign that the interview is approaching this terrain is that it will slow down. The 
interviewee will start accessing experiences and memories that they might not have spoken 
about for a long time. The interviewer needs to give such reflection space and not be too quick 
to prompt the interviewee to expand or say more. Sometimes just repeating back in different 
words what the interviewee has said, rather than asking another question, can help them to go 
deeper and feel heard. (This process is called “reflective listening”.)  

While some interviewees need to be approached with great care and sensitivity, other 
interviewees may be different. One typical interviewee is a person who is relatively senior, and 
who is used to speaking about the issues the interviewer is interested in. In such cases the 
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interviewee may simply start downloading a great deal of information, without ever touching 
on deeper, formative experiences. While information is, of course, relevant, often data is 
available in much more efficient forms elsewhere. The opportunity of a dialogue interview is to 
gain insight into the unique experiences and world view of an individual.  

  


